Are diabetic patients at a greater risk to develop a vocal fold palsy during thyroid surgery than nondiabetic patients?
Diabetic neuropathy is reported to be an independent risk factor for the development of a vocal fold palsy (VFP), and nerves in diabetic patients are suspected to have an increased vulnerability to mechanical trauma. This retrospective study was performed to find out whether diabetic patients were at a greater risk to acquire VFP than were nondiabetic patients in a large cohort who underwent thyroid surgery. Records of patients who underwent initial thyroid surgery at our institution between 1995 and 1999 were reevaluated. Results of preoperative and postoperative laryngoscopy, repeated laryngoscopy 6 months after operation, and concomitance of diabetes were registered. Six hundred thirty patients were retrospectively analyzed. Preoperative laryngoscopy revealed a unilateral VFP in 3 of 44 diabetic patients (6.8%) and in 4 of 586 (0.7%) nondiabetic patients. Five of 44 diabetic patients (11.4%) and 49 of 586 nondiabetic patients (8.4%) acquired VFP perioperatively, which was permanent in 2 diabetic patients (4.5%) and 8 nondiabetic patients (1.4%). The incidence of preoperative VFP in the diabetic patients was significantly greater than in nondiabetic patients (P = .0091). The incidence of postoperative and permanent VFP did not differ significantly. Thyroid surgery can be performed safely in diabetic patients, as they are not at a greater risk to acquire VFP than nondiabetic patients.